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On March 27, the 34 member nations of the Organization of American States (OAS) voted to
elect a new secretary general to replace Joao Baena Soares, whose term ends in June. Colombian
President Cesar Gaviria received 20 votes, while Costa Rica's Foreign Minister Bernd Niehaus
received 14 votes. The vote capped an acrimonious struggle in which, according to Costa Rica, the
US government exercised a series of pressures against several governments in Latin America and
the Caribbean in order to assure Gaviria's victory. In the months leading up to the election, Niehaus
had tediously lobbied for support throughout the region, and was thought to have won the backing
of most of the smaller countries in Central America and the Caribbean.
Gaviria's candidacy, announced not long before the March 27 vote was held, immediately attracted
the backing of Washington. According to the Costa Rican government, President Bill Clinton's
administration used a variety of tactics to turn the tide in favor of Gaviria. The Costa Ricans assert
that US pressures culminated in nine regional countries reneging on a written commitment to
vote for Niehaus, instead casting their ballots in favor of Gaviria. Upon conclusion of the vote,
a bitter Niehaus addressed the OAS delegates in uncommonly stern terms. "[Many of the small
Caribbean countries] sacrificed their word and their honor," charged Niehaus. "They didn't even
show the elemental courtesy to inform the Costa Rican government of their decision to withdraw
their support...The colonial stance adopted by the weak is even worse than the imperialist stance
demonstrated by the strong."

COHA Article
The following article on the rivalry between Gaviria and Niehaus was published by the Washingtonbased Council on Hemispheric Affairs (COHA). The article, which is reproduced with COHA's
permission, was published in the March 25, 1994 edition of the biweekly "Washington Report on
the Hemisphere." Although the article was published prior to the March 27 balloting, it provides a
useful overview of some of the issues at stake in the election.
In preparation for the March 27 election of the next secretary general of the Organization of
American States (OAS), Washington has intensified its campaign over an office which usually
has attracted only passing attention, if not open scorn. The State Department's goal has been to
persuade the English-speaking Caribbean nations and other hold-outs to switch their support from
Costa Rican Foreign Minister Bernd Niehaus, to Colombia's President Cesar Gaviria. Although
Niehaus had long been a candidate as well as the front-runner until late in the race, the Clinton
administration's unexpected steamroller offensive in favor of its last-minute candidate guaranteed
Gaviria's triumph.
Washington's graceless back-room bullying and salon cajolery in which it engaged, is yet one
more example of a dismaying amateurism on the part of the Clinton State Department's Bureau
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of Inter-American Affairs and counterparts in the National Security Council (NSC). Although
the administration is confident that it can soothe hard feelings following the ballot, it may be
underestimating the fallout from its "ugly American" tactics. Latin America, dependent upon
Washington's good will over a whole array of pressing economic issues, including debt relief and
free trade, doesn't have much opportunity these days to manifest its pride. There is little question
that it won't choose to do so over this vote. The US insistence that its candidate "has demonstrated
a commitment to democracy..." invites derision. The fact is that Niehaus' bona fides in this respect
easily match those of Gaviria, while Costa Rica, a nearly model democracy, dramatically contrasts
with the cloacal nature of Colombia's national life.
Washington reminds us that it has not previously announced its support for a candidate for the OAS
post prior to balloting. For it to do so now would seem to indicate that some dire emergency was at
hand or that panic rather than logic characterized its mischievous drive to bury Niehaus. Whatever
its hidden agenda, the US motive is far from self- evident, but surely no emergency is at hand. It
certainly cannot be, as its policymakers have professed in backgrounders, that the job requires a
president from a large country, a qualification that is the exact opposite of what the UN expects in
its secretary general. What is certain, however, is that Gaviria is no more the "strong" figure that the
office calls out for than Niehaus.
Moreover, with Gaviria, Washington has chosen a deeply flawed candidate representing a nation
more deserving of being regarded as a regional pariah than a candidate for accolades. Gaviria's
primary blemish is his smug indifference to an appalling increase in human rights abuses by
Colombia's military. Hundreds of incidents of executions, disappearances and torture have been
documented by both local and international agencies, including the State Department's own annual
human rights report and the OAS Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, which recently
denounced the "terrible crisis of violence and human rights violations" there. A further heinous
practice is the "social cleansing" committed by off-duty police, who, with total impunity, will murder
such "undesirables" as beggars and street children, for pay. Although these events must be viewed
in the context of equally reprehensible incidents of leftist violence, Gaviria is especially accountable
because he commands the very forces of law and order which are the most guilty of chronic rights
abuses.
Contrary to the statement of US ambassador to the OAS Hattie Babbitt whose appointment to this
position continues a lamentable tradition of mainly inexperienced political figures being selected
to represent it at the regional forum Gaviria is hardly noteworthy for his pro-democracy actions. In
fact, his November 1992 declaration of a State of Emergency signaled the exact contrary. It allowed
him to further concentrate power in his, as well as his military's hands, including putting the police
under the latter's control and enhancing its right to search and detain. Although the declaration
expired last August, many of Gaviria's decrees are now law, including granting military courts
jurisdiction over a wide range of issues, and the staging of secret trials with limited due process. In
Peru, the same practices have been denounced by the State Department. Many analysts, including
the former president of the OAS' human rights body, believe that it would be unseemly for an expresident to serve because he likely will be called upon to mediate intra-regional disputes. Gaviria
demonstrably would not be able to hear Colombia's current territorial claims against Venezuela
regarding Lake Maracaibo because of the appearance of partiality.
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Another weakness apparently of little concern to his supporters is that it is unconstitutional for
a Colombian president to accept another position, while the OAS charter requires the incoming
secretary general to begin his term on the appointed date (Gaviria's term runs through August,
the secretary general's begins in June). The matter of Gaviria's personal security should also be of
concern, as the OAS has no budget for bodyguards. He very well could be a marked man, given
his conflicts with drug kingpins and guerrilla bands, and certainly would require Secret Service
protection at considerable US taxpayer expense.
His choice becomes even more problematic when it is remembered that South Americans have
held the office since the OAS' inception in 1948, with the first incumbent being a former Colombian
president. Gaviria's election would effectively mean that no candidate from the Caribbean or
Central America need ever apply, and that the venerable principle of rotation of office no linger is
applicable. But what is even worse for concerned Americans is that no plausible rationale existed for
the Clinton administration to have been so venomously opposed to Niehaus.

-- End --
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